Introduction
The distribution of salt in the tropical oceans and its variability are potentially important in better understanding the ocean-atmosphere coupled system. In the tropical Pacific, the average distribution of Sea Surface Salinity (SSS) is characterised by a relatively low value in the Inter Tropical and South Pacific Convergence Zones (ITCZ, SPCZ), and in the so-called warm pool in the western equatorial region where Sea Surface Temperature (SST) is over 28øC [Levitus et al., 1994] .
In these three areas, the low value of SSS reflects primarily the negative evaporation minus precipitation (E-P) budget resulting from light winds and high rainfall rates.
Ignoring the high-frequency variability, the SSS changes happen essentially at the seasonal time scale in the ITCZ and SPCZ, and at the ENSO (El Nifio Southern Oscillation) time scale in the warm pool region . This latter region has been called also the "fresh pool" (SSS_<35); its eastern edge is characterised by a marked salinity front centred around the One interesting question is the potential effects of the notable observed SSS changes, as presently shown, regarding the quality of ENSO prediction in numerical models assimilating temperature and/or altimeterderived sea level data only [Ji et al., 1995] . As discussed by Acero-Schertzer et al. [1997] , the lack of salinity control in this type of models results in major discrepancies between near-surface modelled and observed currents. Such a failure is especially relevant in the western equatorial Pacific where there is a strong ENSO-related near-surface salinity signal, and where zonal advection is of main importance for ENSO mechanisms. With this contention in mind, it is clear that methods should be developed to assimilate SSS data in prediction models. Expansion of our SOP thermosalinograph network, with real-time transmission of the measurements, is currently in progress to partly fulfil this requirement.
